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E. L. Doctorow (1931-), one of the most popular novelists in postmodernist 
American literature, has occupied a very important position in the history of American 
literature. Among the famous contemporary American writers like Philip Roth, Toni 
Morrison, John Updike, Saul Bellow, and Don DeLillo, Doctorow is generally 
considered to be a very talented, ambitious, and admired novelist of the second half of 
the twentieth century. He tries his best to exert his intelligence and potentiality to be a 
striking writer among the most successful novelists in the history of American 
literature. “Not only is he a lovable person,” said Rosenblatt of Doctorow, “he is an 
enthralling storyteller. He stands in a line of literature’s best storytellers that wends 
from Homer to Chaucer to Fielding to Thackeray, Conrad, Dostoevsky, and Twain 
and Jack London and Hemingway: the great storytellers.” （Rosenblatt 34） 
Up to now, Doctorow has published thirteen novels, two collections of short 
stories and a number of essays. His first work was a novel of the 19th-century West, 
Welcome to Hard Times (1960). His second novel, Big as Life (1966) belongs to 
science fiction. He won wide recognition for The Book of Daniel (1971), which is 
modeled on the Rosenberg Case in the 1950s. Since then his books often have 
featured a compelling combination of real and fictional characters. Doctorow’s other 
novels include Ragtime (1975), which recreates a pre–World War I America; Loon 
Lake (1980), portraying American life during the Great Depression;  World’s Fair 
(1985), which received National Book Award in 1986, a semiautobiographical work 
set in the Bronx of the 1930s; Billy Bathgate (1989), a tale of Prohibition-era 
gangsters in the Great Depression years; The Waterworks (1994), set in New York，
presenting a picture of history and politics in the 1870s; City of God (2000), a late 
20th-century exploration of ideas and faith of American people; and The March 
(2005), a fictionalized account of General Sherman’s Civil War march through 
Georgia. Doctorow has also written two collections of short stories, e.g., Lives of 














Hemingway, and the Constitution: Selected Essays, 1977-1992 (1993) and the essays 
collected in Reporting the Universe (2003). 
In the last decades, Doctorow’s novels were introduced into China, and they have 
been well acclaimed among Chinese readers and scholars, who have brought out 
publications concerning Doctorow’s works from various perspectives. However, no 
systematic study of Doctorow’s works has ever been made in China. This dissertation 
focuses on the history and politics in Doctorow’s postmodernist historical fiction in 
light of a very powerful and controversial theoretical movement in the history of 
American literature, postmodernism, mainly Fredric Jameson’s postmodernist theory, 
and new historicism, mainly Louis Montrose’s textuality of history and historicity of 
text. It will enhance the popularity and study of Doctorow’s novels in China and lead 
Chinese readers to a deeper understanding of American postmodernism both in the 
past and at present. 
This dissertation will employ the relevant theories of Postmodernism and New 
Historicism, initiated in the second half of last century in America and Britain, to 
assess Doctorow’s aesthetic and thematic concerns in his novels and to reveal the 
characteristics in his postmodernist historical fiction. My argument is that Doctorow’s 
novels fully embody the postmodern status of history, and the relationship between 
literature and history, literary texts and historical texts. It aims at a comprehensive 
study of E.L. Doctorow and his literary works: his dazzling narrative art, diverse 
thematics, vision of history, belief about the relationship between fiction and history 
and his political bent. 
In order to understand Doctorow’s outstanding position as one of the greatest 
postmodernist novelist in American literature, it is necessary for me to take a 
dialectical method, combining historical and political study along with textual 
analysis. In illustrating Doctorow’s fiction in the postmodernist age, this study does 
not deny its continuity with the American literary tradition, yet starts with relevant 
aspects about American modernism.  














Introduction elaborates how E. L. Doctorow becomes an important postmodernist 
writer in contemporary American literature, focusing on his life career and his literary 
creation. Even though literary study and criticism center on the text instead of the 
writers’ life experience since New Criticism, a good knowledge of the writers’ 
biography is still necessary and helpful for a better understanding of their literary 
works. Therefore, it is important to trace Doctorow’s career. Within the three decades 
of Doctorow’s reception, many scholars and critics both in America and China have 
offered different critical views on Doctorow and his novels. A general critical scene is 
also necessarily displayed here, showing Doctorow as a major focus in the literary 
field. In the end of Introduction, I state the theoretical frame, structure and the main 
contents of the dissertation. 
After an introduction that elaborates fully on Doctorow’s literary career in 
relation to the general critical view, I focus in Chapter 1 on The Characteristics of 
E.L. Doctorow’s Postmodern Historical Fiction which consists of three parts: The 
Nature of Historical Fiction, Doctorow’s Narrative Art and The Characteristics of 
Doctorow’s Historical Fiction 
Novelists have always tried to give their work authority by means of whatever 
strategy seems appropriate to their times. Doctorow’s strategy is to replace the 
traditional historical novelist’s concern for “what actually happened” with “what 
possibly happened.”  
Doctorow theoretically and practically develops his postmodernist historical 
fiction. His books all address the painful and dark sides in American history, 
representing different periods: the American Civil War, the first decade of the 20th 
century, the Great Depression and the 1950s and1960s. Therefore I start with The 
March: A Literary Representation of the Civil War in Chapter 2. However, this 
novel does not to belong to historical novels in the traditional sense. It is a 
postmodernist historical novel. So I focus on two aspects of this novel: Inventing the 
Past and History as Myth. 














Capitalism in the 19th and 20th Centuries concentrates on the political and moral 
problems caused by the development of science and technology, indicating that 
Doctorow is a radical Jewish writer, who has exposed the sordid side of capitalism in 
his novel. 
Chapter 4 Ragtime: A Postmodernist Interpretation of American Social 
Reality in the 1910s discusses two major features: the transformation of the reality 
(pre-world War I America) into Images and the fragmentation of time into a series of 
perpetual presents. 
In World’s Fair, Doctorow presents a true picture of the Great Depression 
through the eyes of a boy of nine. In Chapter 5, with World’s Fair as the text, I discuss 
the historical writing of the Great Depression in the 1930s and its indeterminacy.  
Chapter 6 The Book of Daniel: The Politics of Polyphony of McCarthyism in 
1950s addresses the Red Scare and McCarthyism and the politics of polyphony, 
indicating that Doctorow explores politics and history in his novel. 
Chapter 7 Postmodernist Artistic Devices in E.L. Doctorow’s Historical 
Fiction discusses Doctorow’s faith in his postmodern historical fiction, mixtures of 
genres, blending facts and fiction, history, culture and politics. Another focus in this 
chapter is the narrative art in Doctorow’s major novels, which is special and 
outstanding. 
In Conclusion, I make a summary of the thesis, arriving at the conclusion that 
Doctorow, using postmodernist techniques, deconstructs history in order to 
reconstruct a historical sense among people. He uses historical fiction to reflect the 
American experience with an allusion to the present America. Over the past three 
decades, Doctorow has proven himself a master at reflecting the modern world, and at 
channeling the details of American history onto the page. In contemporary American 
literature, Doctorow is a very important novelist of international fame. 
































绘了大萧条时期美国人民的生活；《世界博览会》（1985）是以 20 世纪 30 年代
为背景的半自传体的小说，第二年就获得全国图书奖；《比利·巴斯克特》（1989）
讲述了大萧条时期犯罪团伙的故事；《供水系统》（1994）以纽约为场景，展示


















































20 世纪前十年、美国大萧条和 20 世纪 50、60 年代。因此，在第二章我从《征
程》：美国内战的文学展示入手。由于这部小说不是传统意义上的历史小说而是
后现代派历史小说，我集中探讨：构建过去和作为神话的历史。 
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